CHAPTER TWO

Nazis and the Middle East

Recent scholarship has highlighted Nazi aims in the Middle East, including the
intent to murder the Jewish population of Palestine with a special task force that
was to accompany the Afrika Korps past the Suez Canal in the summer of 1942."
Scholars have also re-examined the relationship between the Nazi state and Haj
Amin al-Husseini, the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, as well as the postwar place
of the Holocaust in Arab and Muslim thinking.? Newly released CIC and CIA
records supplement this scholarship in revealing ways.

Einsatzkommando Egypt

The 1946 testimony of Franz Hoth casts interesting light on both Nazi territorial
objectives and Jewish policy in 1940—42. British troops in Norway captured Hoth, an SS
and Sicherheitsdienst (Security Service or SD) officer who had served in a number of
different mobile killing units called Einsatzkommandos.> When in March 1946 British
interrogators asked Hoth about the functions of the Einsatzkommandos, he studiously
avoided giving self-incriminating statements. His interrogator seems to have liked him:
“Hoth declares—and the interrogator is inclined to believe him—that throughout his
SD career, he tried to work in accordance with his ideals. It is not thought that Hoth
would consciously have made himself guilty of any crimes...”* As a result of this

generous assessment, his interrogator let him get away with many evasive answers.
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Nevertheless, Hoth gave useful background about the early 1941 training
of police officers slated for deployment in Africa when Germany expected to
establish a raw materials empire there. At the Security Police School in Berlin-
Charlottenburg, medical experts, Foreign Office officials, and other experts
lectured to three classes of about 30 police officers each; additional classes were
held for non-commissioned officers. “The purpose of these courses was to make
the students familiar with the history and problems of the former German
colonies in preparation for the day when these colonies would be retrieved by
Germany,” Hoth explained. Afterwards, all the German police officers went to
Rome (April 1941), attending an Italian police school where they learned how
the Italian police handled resistance in the Italian African colonies.’

Hoth was friendly with a senior official of the Reich Security Main Office
(RSHA) named Walter Rauff, one of the inventors and distributors of the gas van
used to asphyxiate victims in Belarus and later at the Chelmno extermination
camp. Because of his connection with Rauff, who was slated for command of
an Einsatzkommando in North Africa, and his colonial training, Hoth was
appointed head of section I of Rauff’s Einsatzkommando Egypt, which was
assembled and dispatched to Athens in July 1942. There the unit waited for
General Rommel’s troops to conquer Egypt and move into the British-controlled
Mandate of Palestine, where roughly half a million Jews lived.®

Rauff’s Einsatzkommando, technically subordinated to Rommel’s army,
reported directly to the RSHA in Berlin. After Reinhard Heydrich was assassinated
in Czechoslovakia, SS chief Heinrich Himmler took direct command of this
umbrella security-police organization. Two German historians have indicated
that Himmler conferred with Hitler about the deployment of Einsatzkommando
Egypt, which was to take “executive measures” against civilians on its own
authority, in other words, the mass murder of Jews.” In 1946 Hoth commented
only that his Einsatzkommando was supposed to perform the usual Security
Police and SD duties in Egypt; he avoided saying that such duties elsewhere had
included the mass execution of Jews. But this context puts a rather different light
on what his British interrogator called Hoth’s idealism.

Hitler himself signaled his intention to eliminate the Jews of Palestine. In
a November 28, 1941, conversation in Berlin with Haj Amin al-Husseini, the

Grand Mutfti of Jerusalem, Hitler said that the outcome of the war in Europe
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would also decide the fate of the Arab world. German troops intended to break
through the Caucasus region and move into the Middle East. This would result
in the liberation of Arab peoples. Hitler said that Germany’s only objective there
would be the destruction of the Jews.®

The British never prosecuted Hoth for his Einsatzkommando activities. But
he had also served in the Security Police in the French city of Nancy, and the
French military authorities found him guilty of crimes there. He was sentenced
to death and executed in 1949.°

New Documentation: Haj Amin al-Husseini’s Contract

Recent books have added greatly to our knowledge of Haj Amin al-Husseini’s
activities as leader of anti-Jewish revolts in the British Mandate in Palestine in
1929 and 1936, as the impetus behind the pro-German coup in Iraq in April 1941,
and as a pro-Nazi propagandist in Berlin, broadcasting over German short-wave
radio to large audiences in the Middle East starting in late 1941."° CIA and U.S.
Army files on Husseini offer small pieces of new evidence about his relationship
with the Nazi government and his escape from postwar justice.

The Nazi government financed Husseini and Rashid Ali el-Gailani, the
former premier of Iraq who had joined Husseini in Berlin after his failed coup
in Iraq. After the war Carl Berthold Franz Rekowski, an official of the German
Foreign Office who had dealt with Husseini, testified that the Foreign Office
financially supported the two Arab leaders, their families, and other Arabs in
their entourage who had fled to Germany after the coup. Husseini and Gailani
determined how these funds were distributed among the others. The CIA file
on Husseini includes a document indicating that he had a staff of 20-30 men in
Berlin. A separate source indicates that he lived in a villa in the Krumme Lanke
neighborhood of Berlin. From spring 1943 to spring 1944, Husseini personally
received 50,000 marks monthly and Gailani 65,000 for operational expenses. In
addition, they each received living expenses averaging 80,000 marks per month,
an absolute fortune. A German field marshal received a base salary of 26,500
marks per year.!" Finally, Husseini and Gailani received substantial foreign

currency to support adherents living in countries outside Germany.'?
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Through conversations with other Foreign Office officials, Rekowski learned
that Nazi authorities planned to use both Arab leaders to control their respective
countries after Germany conquered them. Gailani was an Iraqi nationalist who
maintained good ties with the German Foreign Office. Husseini, however, was a
believer in a Pan-Arab state. His closest ties were with the SS. The other Arabs
were divided into one camp or the other.

SS-Sturmbannfiihrer Wilhelm Beisner, like Hoth, an officer on Einsatzkom-
mando Egypt, had frequent contact with Husseini during the war."* Beisner told
Rekowski that Husseini had good ties with Himmler and with Waffen-SS Gen.
Gottlob Berger, who handled the recruitment of non-German forces into the
Waften-SS. SS leaders and Husseini both claimed that Nazism and Islam had
common values as well as common enemies—above all, the Jews.'*

Another independent source of information on Husseini’s ties with the SS was
the disaffected and abused wife of a young Egyptian, Dr. Abdel Halim el-Naggar,
who had worked in Berlin for the German Foreign Office and the Propaganda
Ministry. An Egyptian named Galal in Berlin edited an Arabic-language periodical
designed to stir up the Arabs to support Germany, and el-Naggar assisted him in
1940. By 1941 el-Naggar had his own Arabic publication for Middle Eastern audi-
ences, and in 1942 he took on the additional job of director of Nazi short-wave
broadcasts to the Near East. After Husseini came to Berlin, he wanted to coop-
erate with el-Naggar on Middle Eastern broadcasts, and for a time they worked
together successfully. Then el-Naggar established an Islamic Central Institute in
Berlin. Husseini had wanted to head this institute, and after el-Naggar refused him,
Husseini used his influence with the SS to get el-Naggar removed from the broad-
casting job."

In the fall of 1943 Husseini went to the Independent State of Croatia, a Nazi
ally, to recruit Muslims for the Waffen-SS. During that trip he told the troops
of the newly formed Bosnian-Muslim 13th Mountain Waffen-SS division that
the entire Muslim world ought to follow their example. Husseini also organized
a 1944 mission for Palestinian Arabs and Germans to carry out sabotage and
propaganda after German planes dropped them into Palestine by parachute. In
discussions with the Foreign Intelligence branch of the RSHA, Husseini insisted
that the Arabs take command after they landed and direct their fight against the
Jews of Palestine, not the British authorities.®
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Today we have more detailed scholarly accounts today of Husseini’s war-
time activities, but Husseini’s CIA file indicates that wartime Allied intelligence
organizations gathered a healthy portion of this incriminating evidence. This
evidence is significant in light of Husseini’s lenient postwar treatment."”

In the spring of 1945, a German Foreign Office official reached agreement
with Gailani effective April 1: his cash payments were raised to 85,000 marks, but
Gailani would repay the Germans after his forces reconquered Iraq. Similarly,
according to a newly declassified document, the Foreign Office and Husseini
signed a contract for subsidies of up to 12,000 marks per month to continue
after April 1, 1945, with the Mufti pledging to repay these amounts later. In April
1945 neither side could have had much doubt about the outcome of the war. The
continuing contractual relationships meant that Nazi officials and the two Arab
leaders hoped to continue their joint or complementary political-ideological
campaign in the postwar period.'

Declassified CIA and Army files establish that the Allies knew enough about
Husseini’s wartime activities to consider him a war criminal. Apparently fearing
Allied prosecution,® he tried to flee to Switzerland at the end of the war. Swiss

authorities turned him over to the French, who brought him to Paris.

Haj Amin al-Husseini’s Escape

Right after the war ended a group of Palestinian-Arab soldiers in the British
Army who were stationed in Lebanon had staged anti-French demonstrations.
They carried around a large picture of Husseini and declared him to be the
“sword of the faith.”* According to one source considered reliable by the rump
American intelligence organization known as the Strategic Services Unit (SSU),
British officials objected to French plans to prosecute Husseini, fearing that this
would cause political unrest in Palestine. The British “threatened” the French
with Arab uprisings in French Morocco.”!

In October 1945 Arthur Giles (who used the title Bey), British head of
Palestine’s Criminal Investigation Division, told the assistant American military
attaché in Cairo that the Mufti might be the only person who could unite the
Palestine Arabs and “cool off the Zionists.... Of course, we can’t do it, but it
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might not be such a damn bad idea at that” French intelligence officials, bitter
at France’s loss of colonial territory in the Middle East, said they would enjoy
having the Mufti around to embarrass the British.

Husseini was well treated in Paris. Meanwhile, Palestinian Arab leaders and various
Muslim extremists agitated to bring him back to the Middle East. According to the
American military attaché in Cairo, this plan initially embarrassed moderate officials
in the Arab League. But as prospects for a peaceful settlement in the British Mandate
for Palestine declined and as other Arab prisoners were released or escaped (Gailani
escaped), sentiment changed. A delegate of the Palestine Higher Arab Committee went
to Paris in June 1946 and told Husseini to get ready for a little trip.”

According to another American source in Syria, at a meeting in the Egyptian
Embassy in Paris, the ambassador, the ministers of Syria and Lebanon, and a
few Arab leaders from Morocco and Algeria worked out the details of Husseini’s
escape. The French government learned of, or was informed of, the plan, but
chose not to intervene in order to avoid offending the Arabs of North Africa.
Husseini flew to Syria, then went via Aleppo and Beirut to Alexandria, Egypt.**

By 1947 Husseini denied that he had worked for the Axis powers during the
war. He told one acquaintance that he hoped soon to have documentary evidence
rebutting this slander, which the Jews were spreading. Similarly, after Adolf Eichmann
was brought to Israel for trial in March 1961, Husseini, by now in Beirut, denied
having ever met Eichmann during the war. He said that he had been forced to take
refuge in Germany simply because British wanted to capture him. Nazi persecution
of Jews had served Zionism, according to Husseini, by exciting world sympathy for
them. Husseini never worked for American intelligence; the CIA simply considered

him a person worth tracking. He died in Beirut in 1974.%

Wilhelm Beisner, Franz Rademacher, and Alois Brunner

The CIA and the CIC both compiled files on the versatile and French-speaking
Wilhelm Beisner, who dealt with Husseini during and after the war. It is possible
to trace Beisner’s long intelligence career better than has been done before. His
tracks after the war intersected with those of German Foreign Office deportation
specialist Franz Rademacher, and Adolf Eichmann’s subordinate Alois Brunner.

All three spent most of their postwar years in the Middle East.
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In April 1945 an unnamed German defected to Switzerland and offered up
Beisner as a war criminal of Allied interest. Although Allen Dulles’s office did
not trust the informant, they rated his information good.*® According to this
report, Beisner trained as an agronomist, then went into Alfred Rosenberg’s Nazi
Party Foreign Policy Office (Aussenpolitisches Amt), becoming a specialist in
the Balkan region. He was allegedly involved in the Iron Guard’s unsuccessful
January 1941 coup in Bucharest—a Romanian “Kristallnacht” in which 120
Jews were brutally murdered. The informant mistakenly placed Beisner as head
of the Gestapo in Lodz and Zagreb. Beisner did, however, serve a term in the
Waffen-SS, where he was assigned to the Selbstschutz, a “self-defense” force of
ethnic Germans used to carry out brutal and murderous policies in German-
occupied Polish territory.”” Although his SS personnel file lacks evidence of it,
from the spring of 1941 until late that year he served in Croatia as head of an
Einsatzkommando Zagreb (part of Einsatzgruppe Yugoslavia). Croatian sources
list him also as German police attaché to the new Independent State of Croatia.”®

The Ustaschi government in Croatia admired the SS and was eager to win
Himmler’s favor, according to the Croatian minister in Berlin.*® The period
Beisner was in Croatia was precisely the period when the Croatian Ustaschi
engaged in massive killings of Jews and Serbs. In January 1942 Beisner received
the German war cross of merit, second class, for his service, and in 1943 the
Croatian government decorated him as well.*

At the end of 1941 Beisner joined SD Foreign Intelligence as a specialist in the
Middle East. Assigned as an officer to Einsatzkommando Egypt, he went to Athens
to await Rommel’s conquest of Egypt.*’ After Rommel’s defeat, he then shifted to
Tunis, where he commanded a Security Police and SD unit and served as liaison to
the Grand Mufti.*? He also set up an intelligence network in Tunis, which French
intelligence sources reported on in some detail. When German forces had to
evacuate Tunisia, Beisner went to Italy, and he tried to keep his Tunisian network
running. In fact, he sought intelligence covering the Near East generally.”

He spent the last part of the war in Italy, where American forces apparently
captured him. Gehlen Organization sources later said Beisner escaped from American
internment with French help and then went to work for French intelligence in
Austria.* In late 1950 an Austrian official who located Beisner in Munich asked the

CIA for information about him. A CIA official thought Austrian interest stemmed
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from their belief that Beisner was working for West German intelligence. The CIA
post in Karlsruhe reported that Beisner had a business enterprise in Munich named
Omnia that probably served as cover for French intelligence activities.*

A West German intelligence report in March 1952 indicated that Beisner
had been involved in black-market arms transactions among Switzerland, Spain,
and France. Discovery of these activities forced him to go to Cairo, where he
allegedly continued to work for the French and enjoyed good connections with
the Americans as well. (CIA did not think much of that last comment.) He
seems to have been active in purchasing arms for the Egyptian government.’
Another CIA document indicated that Beisner arrived in Cairo on July 21, 1951,
as representative of a Hamburg firm called Terramar and that he offered his
services to the Gehlen Organization.”

By then other Germans had arrived in Egypt. In December 1952 the West
German ambassador to Egypt, speaking to the press in Bonn, drew a clear
distinction between German military advisers in Egypt and former Nazis in
certain Middle Eastern countries linked with Haj Amin al-Husseini; these Nazis
were working to impair relations between Arab states and West Germany, incite
disturbances, and spread chaos.*

In Cairo, Beisner did resume contact with Haj Amin al-Husseini. Al-Husseini
helped him get a visa for a Polish Jew named Hertslett, who worked with Beisner
in the Egyptian Continental Trading Company, a firm involved in arms deals and
illicit traffic. According to information CIA received through an Italian business
contact of Beisner, Prime Minister Najib of Egypt used Beisner to negotiate a
large purchase of machine guns and cannons, which were to be routed through
Spain if the United States did not object.”” Later that year, the economic section
of the American Embassy in Egypt warned that the Egyptian Continental Trading
Company had a bad reputation. Beisner and Hertslett had tried to pass themselves
off as working on behalf of the West German government to foster trade between
West Germany and Egypt; they were now blacklisted and had little means.* The
CIA had no direct contact with Beisner. Most of the CIA’s information about his
Egyptian activities originated with the Gehlen Organization.*

In 1954 the CIC received a report that Beisner was running Egyptian
intelligence operations for an organization called the Institute for Contemporary

Research (Institut fiir Gegenwartsforschung). This institute was likely connected
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with a shadowy West German intelligence organization run by Friedrich Wilhelm
Heinz called the Amt Blank. The CIC checked Beisner’s SS Personnel records at
the Berlin Document Center, but they were fragmentary.*

Beisner’s importance grew in February 1958 when Franz Rademacher, living
in Damascus under a pseudonym, told an unnamed CIA source in Syria that
Gamal Abdel Nasser (called Jamal Nasir in one document and Gamal Nasir in
another) had worked for the Germans during the war, and that Beisner had
served as his liaison. They still were close, Rademacher claimed.*

After leading a revolution and becoming the second president of Egypt
in 1956, Nasser had established an intelligence organization under Zakaria
Mohieddin. Zakaria had chosen Beisner’s former RSHA comrade Joachim
Deumling as his intelligence adviser. Deumling had worked for the British Army
of the Rhine after the war, but the British blacklisted him for security reasons in
1951.* When he decided to leave West Germany for Egypt, he traveled secretly
to avoid attracting British attention. Zakaria, who soon became minister of the
interior as well, praised Deumling’s intelligence work in Egypt.*

Beisner may have benefited from an increasing presence of former Nazis
in Cairo under Nasser. He later claimed that while in Cairo he had helped to
train Algerian volunteers for the struggle to liberate Algeria from French control
and that he sold arms to the Algerian National Liberation Front.* Whether he
operated on his own or with Egyptian intelligence approval is unclear.

In March 1958 an unnamed CIA source contacted Beisner through Rademacher
in Syria nominally to get assistance on a possible contract to build radar stations in
Saudi Arabia. Impressed with Beisner’s acumen, the man asked the CIA if it would
like him to pursue a business relationship with Beisner. CIA officials saw a number
of unanswered questions about Beisner and concluded that the source could pursue
a business relationship with him without any Agency involvement.*

Rademacher’s own route to the Middle East was convoluted. In 1952 West
German authorities had lodged charges against Rademacher for his involvement
in the murder and deportation of Jews in several countries. Although acquitted of
many of the charges in spite of substantial evidence against him, he was sentenced
to three years for his role in arranging deportations of Jews from Serbia and eight
months for being an accessory to similar activity in Belgium. After West German

authorities released him on bail during his appeal, he went into hiding, eventually
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fleeing to Spain and then Syria.* In 1957 Rademacher hinted to a right-wing
German with good contacts in Syria that Konrad Adenauer’s aide Hans Globke,
with whom Rademacher had worked during the war, had assisted his flight from
West Germany. He also claimed a good connection with the chief of Syrian
intelligence. His formal position in Damascus was partner in the import-export
firm of Souheb Mahmoudy, and he used the name of a Spaniard, Bartolomé
Rossello. The CIC source mentioned Rademacher’s contacts with a “Beischner”
and an “Otto Fischer,” about whom Rademacher was unwilling to say much.*

By 1959 the CIA had tentatively concluded that Beisner was a source for West
German intelligence. A high BND official codenamed Winterstein conceded that
the BND had a loose relationship with Beisner, meaning it had contact with
him, but could not really direct him or his activities. But the BND kept in mind
that, given his frequent travels and contacts, it was likely Beisner had a close
connection with Egyptian intelligence.”

In October 1960, while in Munich, where his wife kept an apartment, Beisner
was wounded when a bomb exploded in his car. West German police speculated
that the French terrorist organization called the Red Hand had carried out the
attack. A BND official told CIA that, in his personal opinion, Beisner worked
for Egyptian intelligence, and that the Red Hand had arranged the explosion.
Beisner’s vision was damaged, and he lost a leg. Today, we know that the Red
Hand was a unit sponsored by the French Intelligence (Documentation and
External Counterespionage Service or SDECE) to carry out assassinations and
attacks against the Algerian liberation movement.!

By then, Beisner had fallen into disfavor in Egypt, possibly because of
general distrust of foreigners, or more likely because of dissatisfaction with how
he had handled commissions on his arms deals.”? As a result of his difficulties,
Beisner wrote a man using the name Georg Fischer or Rischer in Damascus to
see whether he would be welcome in Syria. In his handwritten reply, “Rischer”
said that his friends would be happy to talk with Beisner face-to-face, and he
himself would be pleased to see Beisner. “Rischer” also complained about a
recent article that slandered Egypt, Syria, and their leading officials. He said it
very much resembled Zionist propaganda against Nazi Germany after 1936!

An intelligence agency intercepted the mail to Alice Beisner’s Munich
apartment and passed copies to the CIA. (Although the BND said that it was
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a French intercept operation, the CIA thought that the BND itself might have
done it.) As a result, the CIA read “Rischer’s” reply. CIA officials concluded, after
comparing handwriting, that Rischer was really Alois Brunner, Adolf Eichmann’s
onetime subordinate, who was now serving as an adviser to Syrian intelligence.
In subsequent correspondence Rischer strongly recommended that Beisner read
Simon Wiesenthal’s new book I Hunted Eichmann.™

CIA officials received other indications that Fischer/Rischer was Brunner.>
A CIA official in Munich had an informal discussion in March 1961 with a
BND official codenamed Glueckrath, who claimed that a grand council of
the Egyptian SS group had met several times in late 1960 and January 1961.
Brunner had attended, along with Fritz Katzmann, former Higher SS and
Police Leader in Galicia, who had gone into hiding at the end of the war and
escaped justice. Other participants named were former Nazi propagandist
Johannes von Leers, a major from Egyptian intelligence, and a lieutenant
colonel from the Egyptian Ministry of Information. At this meeting Brunner
claimed to possess a long list of Jews who had collaborated with the Nazis
during the Final Solution; they could now be blackmailed to help finance the
SS group. Von Leers said that if this blackmail failed, he at least wanted to
publish the list.*

Beisner ended up resettling in Tunis, not Damascus. CIA last traced him
there in 1966, still wheeling and dealing. Rademacher was put on the payroll of
the West German Secret Service sometime in 1961 or early 1962. The CIA was
aware of Rademacher’s status with the BND and interested in his activities, but
had no direct contact with him.””

After France intercepted a shipment of arms to Algerian liberation forces,
Rademacher was suspected of having leaked the information. Syrian authorities
arrested him for spying. Thrown into prison, he was released in 1965 because of
poor health—he had suffered two heart attacks in prison. He decided to return
to West Germany in September 1966, where he was tried again, convicted, and
given a five-year sentence. However, the judges gave him more than full credit
for time served in American internment after the war. He died as a free man
in 1973.% Alois Brunner survived an assassination attempt and remained in
Syria—the last member of Adolf Eichmann’s team. He apparently died there
in 1992.%
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Beisner, Rademacher, Brunner, Deumling, and a number of other former SS
and police officials found not only havens, but postwar employment in Middle
Eastern countries. There they were able to carry on and transmit to others Nazi
racial-ideological anti-Semitism. Beisner, Rademacher, and particularly Brunner
played important roles in the systematic killing of millions of Jews, and they
continued to fulminate about Jewish influence decades later.

Much of the evidence of their postwar influence in Middle Eastern
countries comes from their own statements. Driven by Nazi obsessions, these
men never had a clear grasp of objective political realities, and they may also
have exaggerated their postwar influence. Others who talked about them are far
from perfect sources. Still, these intelligence reports, cross-checked against each
other, are all the documentary sources we have about them. Perhaps one day the
opening of archives in Middle Eastern countries will allow further insight into

how far their influence went.
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